This paper presents initial findings from the Media Technologies: Access and Use survey 2003 (MTAU2003) carried out at the Open University and compares them with findings from other available data including the SEUSISS Project Final Report (2003). Amongst other issues, the survey provides evidence of OU student's self-assessed familiarity with ICT tools and where the students learned their ICT skills. It also explores the frequency and usefulness of the ICT-enabled contact between students, their tutors, other students, and their family and friends.
Introduction
Skills associated with ICT are increasingly taken for granted at all stages of a student's university existence. They are becoming a necessity even to gain university entry through filling in an on-line UCAS entry form and are important to the student for using the Internet to check up on the progress of their student loan or to word-process their dissertation. There is a growing interest by universities in capitalising on these 'taken for granted' ICT skills by providing e-learning resources for students to access and use outside of the conventional lecture theatre setting (Taylor et al, 2004) . Do these ICT skills exist in a form that answers the universities' requirements for their use? Will university students be able to make best use of these ICT resources? Or will some tuition in these skills be required?
In Great Britain, National Statistics (2004) published in June 2004 show that over 60% of all adults aged 16 and over have the ICT skills necessary to have used the Internet at some time, most commonly for e-mail or to buy or order tickets, goods or services. In the EU, the Final Report of the Survey of European Universities Skills in ICT of Students and Staff (SEUSISS) Project (2003) suggests that university students will learn, develop or 'pick up' their ICT skills from a variety of formal and informal sources. They will have attended formal training sessions in school or at college or had informal tuition from friends, family or peers or taught themselves with user manuals.
In order to understand the position at the Open University with regard to their students' ICT skills, a survey was undertaken in December 2003 that looked at their ICT skills, where and how these skills were learnt, their contact with others via ICT and the importance of ICT to them. The Open University (http://www.open.ac.uk/) is a large Distance Education university with more than 150,000 undergraduate students studying part-time and learning at home.
OU courses are open to all regardless of educational qualifications. The majority of OU students are in the 25-45 age range and almost 80% of undergraduate students are in paid employment while they are studying. This paper reports on some of the initial findings from this survey, the Open University's Media Technologies: Access and Use survey (2003) .
While there have been many obvious dissimilarities between the OU and 'conventional' (campus-based, face-to-face) universities both in student profile and in the teaching methods employed, the recent rapid introduction of ICT-enabled teaching methods and changes to the conventional student profile hint at a coming together of their respective concerns. In a keynote speech at the EADTU conference: "E-Bologna" Progressing the European Learning Space in November 2003, Allan Cochrane, Pro-Vice Chancellor (Students) at the OU, suggested that the myth of young people leaving school and leaving home to enter into a fulltime, once-off degree course before getting a well-paid job is now giving way to one of more adult, post Gap-year students, of necessity in employment to counter the reality of debt, entering into life-long learning (Cochrane, 2003) .
The current interest in the potential of e-learning is a common concern for the OU and for conventional universities, with seemingly little to differentiate between their respective positions. Both the OU and campus-based universities have invested heavily in ICT infrastructure and systems, much of it for necessary administrative and management functions but also for e-learning.
The ICT skills that have become increasingly important in the pursuance of a degree-level education will affect both how students manipulate these e-learning resources and how they are used for learning. The questions asked by this paper are what ICT skills do students already possess?, where, when and how do students acquire these ICT skills?, how these ICT skills are used for contacting others and how important do students think ICT will be for their careers? The question of whether ICT skills learned in an informal setting can transfer into a formal, more rigorous educational setting is addressed in the conclusion. The MTAU2003 survey was also designed to discern:
• how well student use a variety of ICT applications
• how often they use a variety of media to contact their tutor / other students / others
• where and how they learned how to use various ICT applications
• how they feel about using ICT media for their OU studies.
A questionnaire comprising some 40 questions was sent to a sample of 5000 OU students, both undergraduate and postgraduate, of which 1753 students returned it, a response rate of 35%. This was lower than similar previous surveys, possibly due to the length of time after the end of the student's courses (final exams or end of course assignments are normally completed in late October) or the proximity of the Christmas period.
Where responses to the survey are shown in these tables it will be the actual number of responses (Frequency) followed by the valid percentage (i.e. the actual number as a % of those that made a valid response to the question Table 4 : subject profile of respondents to MTAU(2003) This paper will present the initial findings from the questions in the MTAU (2003) survey that covering the following topics:
Access to a computer Access to the Internet Use of the Internet Skill with using a computer Where and how skills were learnt Contact with others Importance of ICT.
Aspects of PLUM's MTAU(2003) survey were designed to mirror the concerns of the SEUSISS Project Final report (2003) and similar wording for questions and response options were used so that comparisons could be made. In particular this included questions relating to student's perception of their abilities to use computers to carry out different types of tasks, where they learnt their current computer skills, how important they thought ICT is (or will be) in their career and their use of the Internet.
Access to a computer
The practice of ICT skills depends, to a large degree, on having access to a computer to work on. Of the OU students surveyed, 95.7% of them responded that they had access to a computer (desktop or laptop) that they used, or could use, for their OU study. Of these, 2.8% had access to such a computer at work only. Less than half (45.4%) enjoyed access to a computer that was entirely for their own use, more than half had some form of 'negotiated' access with others at home.
Access to the Internet
Ability, as in the skill to exploit the Internet, something increasingly taken for granted in university education, also depends on having access to it. When asked in the survey, not all students responded to the question 'Do you have an Internet connection for the computer you use (or could use) for OU study?' However, of the 1666 that did respond, 94.1% did have access to the Internet.
Use of the Internet
Although the OU has been working towards the use of ICT in all its programmes of study by 2005, during 2003 when the survey was run, just over 40% of OU's undergraduate course involved compulsory computer use with a further 20% specifying optional computer use. Kirkwood (2004) suggests that, without the integration into the activities in a course that can be implied by 'compulsory use', the option is rarely exercised.
Even so, 60% responded that they used the Internet in relation to their current OU studies. In addition, over half frequently used it for general leisure or interest activities while only 6.9% reported that they seldom or never used it for this purpose. Around 50% used it occasionally for online shopping or travel arrangements. Over a third used the Internet for banking and financial transactions, but more, 42.6%, responded that they seldom or never did this.
Frequent use of either synchronous chat or asynchronous conferencing was reported by less than 10%.
Skill with using a computer
To measure the level of skill with using a computer the students were first asked for how long they had been using a computer, 70% of them responded that they had been using one for more than 5 years. The survey then relied on a method of self-assessment of their ICT skills by the students that had also been used in the SEUSISS Project. Students were asked to indicate their ability to use various computer programs to carry out an example task, such as to create a well-formatted CV, by selecting one of the following options: (1) I can do this type of task alone, (2) I would need some help to do this type of task or (3) I have never done this type of task.
The responses showed that most students were confident in their use of a Word processor (87.7%) and an e-mail program (81.2%). The percentage of students who rated their ability to use the following applications decreased from the 79.9% confident with a Web browser down through Spreadsheet, On-line bibliographic database, Database, Image program, Chat program, Presentation manager, to the 22.3% confident with a Web authoring program.
Where and how skills were learnt
The students were asked where they had learnt their current ICT skills for working with a stand-alone computer and for using the Internet. They were asked to select all the options that applied to them. Table 5 below shows that 58% considered that their skills with a standalone computer were, in part, self-taught and less than 10% said they had learned their skills through OU courses. 46.8% reported that they had learned their skills at training courses relating to their employment. For ICT skills relating to the use of the Internet, 40.7% said that theirs were self-taught with only 18.8% learning their Internet skills at employment related training courses. 
Contact with others
Contact with either a tutor or a fellow student can often play an important part in a student's learning and the survey asked the students how often they were in contact with their tutor and with fellow students by e-mail, computer conferencing or face-to-face.
More students were in weekly contact with their tutor by e-mail (5%) and computer conferencing (5.5%) than in face-to-face contact (3.4%). A similar pattern was shown for student contact with other students, where weekly contact by e-mail (7.1%) and computer conferencing (12.4%) was greater than face-to-face contact (3.4%). However, the normal study arrangements and support of the OU tutorial system greatly influenced the overall pattern of contact. There was much more monthly face-to-face contact between students and tutors (39.8%) and with other students (31.2%) than online contact, presumably at tutorial meetings.
Slightly more students used computer conferencing to contact other students (24%) than to contact their tutor (19.1%) while the reverse was true for e-mail. 66.2% of students used email to contact their tutor while only 35.9% used e-mail to contact other students. The students were also asked how useful these various methods had been for keeping in contact with their tutor. Over a third rated e-mail as 'Very useful'.
Students were also asked about the frequency of their contact with friends, relatives, work colleagues or associates to provide a benchmark against which to view their reported contact with their tutors or other students. Nearly all students (91.4%) used e-mail to contact their family and friends etc, with nearly half doing this more than once a week. And while only a few students (12.9%) used computer conferencing to contact family and friends etc., more of them used it more than once a week than they used it on a weekly or monthly basis.
Importance of ICT
And lastly, over half of the students (54.2%) thought that ICT is (or would be) 'very important' in their career, a quarter (24.8%) thought it 'important' and less than a quarter (21.0%) thought it either of 'some value' or of 'little or no importance'. Sample statistics for students responding to the SEUSISS Project survey are difficult to determine because in the project's Final Report the data is often displayed by means of small bar charts rather than numerically. However the following demographics can be inferred from the report.
A context generated from other sources of data
Over 60% of new students were female and over 70% were aged between 16 and 20. Just under 20% were aged between 21 and 25, and less than 10% were aged 26 or over. Students were grouped into 'cognate domains' rather than subject areas, about 50% were in the 'Social Science' domain, 20% in the Arts and 20% in the Science & Engineering domains, and 10% in the Clinical and Para-clinical domain.
65% of the established students were female although this varied from partner to partner, for example, 75% of students at Abo Akademi University were female while at the Universities of Pavia and Poitiers the figure was 62%. Just over 10% were aged between 16 and 20, over 70% were aged between 21 and 25, and just over 10% were aged 26 or over.
Of the new students surveyed by the SEUSISS Project, 74% reported ownership of a computer. This varied from 54% at the Abo Akademi University to 89% at the University of Groningen. For established students the percentage reporting ownership of a computer rose to 80%. Again this figure varied across the partners from 63% at the University of Poitiers to 85% (a slightly lower figure than for new students) at the University of Groningen.
Students at most UK universities are actively encouraged to use computers in their studies. Edinburgh University, for example, includes an invitation to purchase a laptop notebook computer through a cost-effective University purchasing agreement as part of their 2004 Fresher Pack information. Additionally, the cost of Resnet which provides access to the Internet and the Edinburgh University Intranet (including e-mail and College servers), is included in the rent of 85% of university accommodation (University of EdinburghAccommodation Guide, 2004). Similar arrangements for the purchase of a computer are open to all UKHE students via the www.studentstore.co.uk website. (The SEUSISS Project reported that new student ownership at Edinburgh University was 70% and that for established students the percentage had risen to 73%.)
It should also be remembered that recommendation 46 of the Dearing Report of the National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education said "We recommend that by 2000/01 higher education institutions should ensure that all students have open access to a Networked Desktop Computer, and expect that by 2005/06 all students will be required to have access to their own portable computer" (Dearing Report, 1997).
Of those new students that owned a PC, around 70% also had Internet connections.
Over half of new students used the Internet for e-mail (65%) or web surfing (51%) (aka general leisure or interest activities), 30% for downloading files and 23% for Chat. Use for online banking varied greatly across the seven partner universities from 0.5% to 34%, the report suggesting that this difference was regionally based with northern universities making the higher use.
The SEUSISS project asked both new and established students to self-assess their ability to use various computer programs. Table 7 below shows the order of the various programs that both of the SEUSISS student groups and the MTAU(2003) students felt able to perform the example task without help. More students from each group rated themselves as able to create a well formatted CV with a word processor without help and fewer students from each group rated themselves as able to create a personal homepage with a Web authoring program without help. The major difference between the two groups of SEUSISS students is that more New students considered themselves skilled in the use of Chat programs than Established students. This is possibly due to the perceived importance of the skill to the students and to the age factor. Otherwise, the similarity in the self-reported skills of the different SEUSISS groups is noticeable.
SEUSISS Project
For New students, 67% reported that their family and friends had taught them their current ICT skills and 31% were self-taught with manuals and handbooks. 42% acknowledged that the learning of their ICT skills had been integrated into their classes at school or college.
Of the Established students, 68% reported that their family and friends had taught them their current ICT skills and 38% were self-taught with manuals and handbooks.
40% of the Established students thought that ICT is (or would be) 'very important' in their career and slightly more (43%) thought it 'important'. 15% thought it of 'some value' and only 2% thought it of 'little or no importance'.
Comparison -divergence or convergence?
Does the evidence in this paper support the coming together of the respective concerns that the Open University and conventional universities have, especially with respect to ICTenabled teaching and learning?
Certainly there are major differences in terms of the age profile of OU students who tend to be much older which will affect the likelihood of them having learned their ICT skills as pupils in a school-based environment.
A second major difference is in the use of and the confidence with using Chat. The SEUSISS Project data suggests that this is an 'age thing', that younger students are more likely to be part of a milieu that has embraced the use of Chat and will therefore learn how to use it.
There are as well, many similarities. The gender split of Open University students lies between and is closer to that of the cross section of EU universities represented in the SEUSISS Project than to the rest of the UK HE institutes or to the Russell Group universities.
Access to a computer and to the Internet is almost universal across all students. And the uses made of ICT, for general purposes and banking -but not for Chat -was, broadly speaking, similar.
Of particular interest is the similarity in the pattern of informal learning from friends & family or from manuals and handbooks rather than from formal provision for both OU students and conventional students. Many of the ICT skills that university teaching and learning is becoming so dependent on have been learned either before entering, or outside of the university. In addition, the SEUSISS data suggests that established students, that is students who have passed through most of their university course, have 'topped-up' their ICT skills through friends or self-tuition.
And finally, a similar percentage of OU students (79%) and of SEUSISS established students (83%) thought that ICT is (or would be) 'very important' in their career.
Conclusions and Future Work
This paper demonstrates the difficulty of making comparison across different sources of data. Although the MTAU(2003) survey was partly designed to be compatible across certain questions with the SEUSISS Project Final Report there were, inevitably, local considerations and project ambitions that forced differences in question wording and emphases.
When attempting any comparison across different universities there will be difficulty in assigning subject or discipline areas. As the SEUSISS Project Final Report noted (pp. 14-15), the distribution of academic subjects is not consistent, particular subjects may or may not be taught and students may study combinations of subjects that impede simple classification.
The HESA datasets classify subject areas according to the Joint Academic Coding System (JACS) introduced in 2002/03 which does provide for some degree of standardisation, although some may question the classification of their particular subject. However, the HESA datasets classify all OU undergraduate students in the combined category which limits accurate online comparison of OU subject-related data with other HE institutions.
This paper began by raising several questions: Do these ICT skills exist in a form that answers the universities' requirements for their use? Will university students be able to make best use of these ICT resources? Or will some tuition in these skills be required? It has attempted to answer them in part by looking at what ICT skills students already possess, where, when and how students acquired these ICT skills, how these ICT skills are used for contacting others and how important students think ICT will be for their careers.
The evidence presented in this paper suggests that for the majority of students their ICT skills were either self-taught or taught by family and friends and learnt in the context of general leisure or interest activities not in an academic or focused educational context. In the same way that students have to be tutored in the skills of reading and writing 'academically' so it may be that students will need tutoring in the use of ICT skills for 'academic' purposes.
The SEUSISS Project Final Report identified a new variation on the problem of the 'digital divide'. Not the old digital divide when some students did not have access to computers and some did, but the digital divide caused by the different expectations of those students who own their own computer (correlating with higher ICT skills) and those that rely on institutional provision (p. 36).
In a short Market Watch comment, Allen (2004) warns libraries and information centres, and by implication, e-learning resource providers that they must prepare themselves to meet the demands of 'the Matrix generation' of students that have different expectations of both content and delivery.
Students' prior experience of different media will raise certain expectations. The current generation of conventional undergraduates has lived with mobile phone technology all their lives and will `have imbibed the use of instant text-messaging in a way that a majority of their lecturers will not have. Students' 'domestication' of these media, i.e. their appropriation of the media in ways that make it applicable to their personal learning needs (Kilker, 2003) will have occurred at a different stage in their development. It will have been through an experiential, constructivist process of 'total immersion' rather than the possibly more pedestrian 'observe, record and learn' process employed by those for whom these 'new media' are replacing the media that they grew up with. There will be differences in the use of and expectations of ICT for teaching and learning.
Veen (2003) alerts us to the coming 'net generation' -homo zappiens -grown up using three devices from earliest childhood: the TV remote control, the PC mouse and the mobile cell phone. Their natural skills for scanning, multi tasking, processing discontinued information and working non-linearly may colour their expectations of media components designed by previous generations.
Ben Greenman (2004) reports on one use of these new ICT tools that has enabled new ways of responding to 'old' material -ways that might fall outside of current assessment and plagiarism conventions but that will need to be assimilated into academia. How will the culture and ethos of downloading and sharing files together with the easy facilities offered by cut&paste tools prosper in the stricter culture surrounding academic copyright and plagiarism? There is now an urgent need to question how easily these informally learned ICT skills can transfer from the entertainment / social setting to an educational setting. How can the instinctive ICT skills developed in a lifetime of zapping, scanning and texting contribute to, or be acknowledged in, a teaching and learning context?
